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LMNG AN EARTHLYLIFE IN VIEW OF ITS ETERNAL
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AND EPILOGUE OF THE HEBREW QOHELETH
BY JOEL KAMSEN TIHITSHAK BIWUL, PHD

ECWA TheologicalSeminary,]os
ABSTRACT:This anicle argues that human beings easily forget things that are

crucial to their existence and sometimes allow them to slip away from their
grasp. It equally argues that some people ignore and others adamantly
downplay the issue of eternity in their quest for wealth, sensual pleasure, power,
achievements, status recognition, individualistic freedom, and much more.
This paper dialogues with the prologue and epilogue of the Hebrew Qoheleth
and submits that such blind quests can be deceitful and rob life of its very
essence. Given the brevity of earthly life, this work calls attention to the need to
live life productively and avoid its many futilities and pains.
KEYWORDS:Ecclesiastes, Human Existence, Wisdom, Ethernity

I. INTRODUCTION
A maxim states, "To be forewarned is to be forearmed." And as an African
proverb says, "When you are advised to take care of your possession, it does not
1
mean you should share it with the advisor." These cautionary statements,
intended to guide people as they walk the path of life, find affinity with the
message of the Hebrew Qoheleth:the Hebrew sage generally considered to be
2
the author of the book of Ecclesiastes.

1

This is a translation of the Hausa proverb that says, "Gyarakayankaba
ta nunacewaa
sauke mu raba."The African philosophy of carefor every member in the community
serves as background for this proverb. The communal life in Africa requires care for
everyone by everyone in the community. The attitude of care is a moral obligation that
regulates social relationship in human society and communities in the African
experience.
2
The designation, Qoheleth,is separated from 'Ecclesiastes.' As it is correctly pointed
out by many Old Testament scholars, 'Ecclesiastes' is the name or title of the book in
which Qohelethis encountered. However, the latter word has been variously translated
as preacher, teacher, philosopher, a gatherer or an assembler. Tremper Longman sees
Qohelethas a nickname, functioning as a type of pseudonym, rather than a pru l-'er
name. Also, he sees it as an occupational name rather than as a proper name on the
strength of the definite article prefixed to it. See Tremper Longman III, The Book of
Ecclesiastes:The New International Commentary on the Old Testament(Roland K.
Harrison and Robert L. Hubbard, Jr., eds., Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, U.
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The book of Ecclesiastes, being the product of the Hebrew Qoheleth,is quite
fascinating. Theclimax reveals itself in the various anthropological, ethical,
economic/industrial, sociological, and theological, themes addressed by the
Qohelethabout life and eternity. One key area of the Qoheleth arresting tone
lies in the beginning and ending of the work. Its readers eventually discover
that the Hebrew Qohelethopens and ends his work with perplexing intrigues.
Why did he use a pessimistic ideology as his starting point and a threatening
ideology as his conclusion? Being a religious text, what theology could the
modern reader glean &om it? Has the human society, particularly
contemporary society, grasped the theological grid of the Qoheleth ideological
propositions of "meaninglessness" and the "fear of God" and is therefore
consciously guided by its principles on the journey of earthly life?
Life is illusive and can be misguiding for the undiscerning in society. The
pursuit of the sociological and physiological human needs observable in
contemporary society is deceptive. People rush for these needs blindly as if they
are an end in themselves. They fail to discriminate between what is godly and
ungodly by not giving careful thought to their attendant effects. While
prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel said the people of Judah were "senselesspeople,
who have eyes but do not see, who have ears but do not hear" 0er 5:21; Ezek
12:2 NIV), we equally think that people living in contemporary society also
have minds but do not comprehend realities in human experience. The
situation is like the biblical proverbial statement which submits that these
people are always learning but never coming to the knowledge of the truth (2
Tim3:6-7).
It is our contention in this work that unfortunately, consequent upon the
ardently constant pursuit of the things that earthly life demands, some people
tend to forget eternity. Only a negligible number of people living in
contemporary society, particularly given the growing moral lapse in society and
the mad rush for quick wealth, take seriously the implications of the Qoheleths
thesis. While many live lifeonly in the present, others agree with the Qoheleth
that life is cyclical, "What has been will be again, what has been done will be
done again; there is nothing new under the sun. Is there anything of which one
can say,"Look! This is something new?"lt was here already, long ago; it was here
before our time" (Eccl 1:9-10 NIV). Because such people take his statement
only at face value, they fail to give careful attention to the socio-theological
import of the Qoheleth assertion. This apparently noticeable lapse in
contemporary society as well as the gradual eclipse of the attitude of godliness
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K: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998), 1, 2. Also, while some consider
the Qohekthas the author of the book of Ecclesiastes, others see him only as the frame
narrator of the book. This work assumes the Hebrew sage who takes onto himself the
designation "Qohel.eth"
to be the author of Ecclesiastes.
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is the driving force for this work.
II. DIALOGUING WITH THE PROLOGUE OF THE QOHELETH
Chapter one verses 1-11 encapsulate the prologue of the book of Ecclesiastes.
These verses clearly state the Qoheleths thesis and moral proposition about
earthly existence. Here, the Qohelethbegins his controversial discourse about
life and how best to live it in a world full of contradictions and enigmas. He
introduces himself as a "Teacher," the "son of David," who was "king in
Jerusalem" (1:1, 12, 16). The frequent use of the personal pronoun "I,"
"my/myself," "me," and "my"isquitepronouncedin the Qohelethswork.
The main thesis of the Qohelethis that everything about life is hebel "meaningless" (NIY, NLT), "vanity" (ASV,ESV, GNY, KJY,NAB, NAS, NKJ,
RSV, NRS, YLT), "futility" (NJB, NET), and "pointless" (CJB). This thesis
weaves through the whole discourse in his literary work (the book of
Ecclesiastes). But is the Qohelethserious about this proposition? Why did he
start with a pessimistic ideology that might be a deterrent to his readers? How
cogent is it that the totality of human life is hebel- a vapour, breath, and banza
da wofi(Hausa for useless and void/empty)?His moral proposition affirms that
this is the case when he asks, "What does man gain from all his labor at which
he toils under the sun?" (Eccl. 1:3 NIV). In other words, what do human
beings really benefit from their toilsome life which the Qohelethadmits: "All
things are wearisome, more than one can say"? (Eccl 1:Sa NIV). Is human life
and all its activities, endeavours, achievements and pride not just like a vapour
or like a breath?
The Qoheleths thesis and moral proposition both converge at the point of
cyclical hopelessness: nothing is new in human life. He claims, "What has been
will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new
under the sun" (Eccl 1:9 NIV). But Qoheleth,are you sure about this? Are you
not overstating the point? Is your statement not more a fallacy than a fact about
human existence and endeavours? The Qohelethinsists on his point that
empirical observation suggests that life is cyclical {seeEccl. 3: 1S). Generations
emerge and exit from the scene of history (Eccl. 1:4); the sun rises and sets
consistently (Eccl. 1:5); the wind blows round and round while the streams
flow into the sea continuously and endlessly (Eccl. 1:6-7). Worst of all, the
achievements of human beings of every generation, no matter how enormous
and impressive, are soon forgotten after their death (Eccl. 1: 11).The eyes are
never tired of seeing nor are the ears tired of hearing (Eccl. 1:Sb).
What the Qohelethproposes in his prologue is mind boggling. He captures
the meaninglessness ofhuman life and its numerous activities in this testimony,
"I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are
meaningless, a chasing after the wind" (Eccl. 1:14 NIV). If we should believe
him at all, it means that human existence has no essence, no meaning, no
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purpose, and therefore of no use. Human beings are born to live and die. Inbetween the pole of birth and death is a chance for meaningless living. If this is
the case, then human beings are to exist on undefined terms; individuals are
therefore to do whatever seems right in their own eyes - they should live, eat,
and die. But this defies the principle of universal laws, the result of which
would be anarchy. Should human beings be answerable to no one but
themselves? The thesis and moral proposition of the Qohelethraise two basic
questions: "What is life and how best can one live it?"
People who give little or no attention at all to the Qoheleth are doing
themselves great harm. His pronouncements, consequent upon personal
observable empirical facts in his day, speak volumes to the contemporary.
Stephen Curkpatrick notes that "Though a product of antiquity, Qohelethhas
an uncanny knack for addressing issues of contemporary relevance. Yet we tend
3
to respond not with conversation but with analysis and critique." At this point,
the Qohelethseems frustrated and in a state of desperation about the emptiness
and wastefulness of life. In Job's similar experience, he also considered his life
and efforts as hebel Qob 7:16; 9:29). When you embark on a journey whose
destination is unsure, you have a challenge; and when you go to sleep while a
flood is rushing towards your house, you have a very serious issue to contend
with. The Qoheleth prologue draws attention to deep reflection and careful
reasoning about the essence of life. In as much as the human quest for the
things that life demands may give to them a perceived real substance, value,
4
significance, and meaning, in the real sense, all hold no permanence for
eternity.

s

III. DIALOGUING

WITH THE EPILOGUE OF THE QOHELETH

The epilogue of the book of Ecclesiastes, taken by some to be the key which
unlocks the book,5 is generally located in 11:7-12: 14, but specifically in
12:9-14. The epilogue ties together the ethical and theological knots of the
Qoheleth, "Here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his
commandments, for this is the whole duty of man" (Eccl 12: 13 NIV). The
epilogue is to be understood broadly as summarising the message of the

3

Stephen Curkpatrick, ''A Disciple for Our Time: A Conversation," Interpretation
Quly2001), 285.
4
Donald R. Glenn, "Ecclesiastes,"in The BibleKnowledgeCommentary:Old Testament
Qohn F.Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck, eds., America: Scripture Press Publications, 1985;
repr., 1987), 979.
5
Craig Bartholomew, "Qoheleth in the Canon?: Current Trends in the Interpretations
of Ecclesiastes," Themelios24.3 (May 1999), 4. Some scholars have questioned the
credibility of the epilogue of the Qoheleth, holding that it is a later editorial addition by
some persons who were conversant with the present form of the book or its content.
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Qoheleth.The epilogue puts forward two propositions - the time of darkness
(Eccl 11:7-12:7) and thedayofjudgement(Eccl

11:9; 12:12-14).

A. The Day of Darkness

The "day of darkness" no doubt, directs attention to a time in one's life when
even pleasure will flee (Eccl 11:8; 12:1) and everything in life momentarily
becomes tasteless, undesirable, meaningless and useless. In a world now being
plagued by terrorist activities where no place is safe, not even the most secure
nations, is human pleasure of any value and human pride of any meaning?
How, for instance, could life be pleasurable in the face of the onslaught of
BokoHaram in north eastern Nigeria or the man-slaughtering mayhem
inflicted by the Fulani militias in the villages of the Middle Belt area of Nigeria?
Human premeditated calamities, natural disasters, ill health, and the reality of
old age and death all cast darkness over human existence. The Qohelethis quite
audacious in his submissions. His ideological philosophy calls attention to the
need to make wise and productive use of available opportunities vis-a-vis the
transitory nature and meaninglessness oflife (Eccl 9: 10). It reminds humanity
of the emptiness, hollowness, and the futility of human pride. Also,it does send
a reminder about the worthlessness of human efforts and endeavours.Human
life, from the perspective of the Qoheleth,is full of desperation because of its
ugly experiences. The Qoheleths"frustrating and puzzling search for meaning
7
and purpose in life" is however never baseless or pointless.
8
Because earthly life is absurd and fleeting, he calls specific attention to the
void of a life lived devoid of its basic essence - the recognition and respect for
the Creator, and living in awe of him and in service to him as well. All about life
is vanity when it empties itself of deep-seated reverence for God. ~fhe basic
ground for this claim, according to Jason DeRouchie, is because,

6

SeeLongman'scommentson 12:8. Longman III, TheBookofEcclesiastes,
276.
McCabe, "The Message of Ecclesiastes," 94.
8
Peter Enns prefers to translate hebe!as absurdity.In the Qoheleth judgement, upon
his empirical observation of human society, pleasure, wealth, labour, justice, wisdomeverything is absurd. Enns explains, "Qohelet'smain contention is not that life is
ephemeral or worthless; rather, his cause of such distress is that there is no payoff in
what one does. None of our activities result in any sort of ultimate benefit. Hence, a
more apt translation of hebe!"as absurd. See Peter Enns, "Ecclesiastes 1: Book of," in
Dictionary of the Old Testament:Wisdom,Poetry& Writings(Tremper Longman III and
Peter Enns, eds., Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2008), 129. The Hebrew
hebel is interpreted to denote several ideas such as that which is vain, meaningless,
futile; irrational, senseless, absurd; transient, temporal, fleeting, ephemeral;
mysterious, incomprehensible, ungraspable, and enigmatic.
7
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God alone supplies the power to delight in wealth, possessions, and honor
(5: 19; 6:2), and he alone grants the ability to eat, drink, and take pleasure in
toil (3:13; 5:19). He "makes everything" (11:5), and therefore humanity's
call is to surrender dependently to the one who governs all, fearing him in a
way that fuels persevering trust in God through pain and pleasure unto
9
eternal salvation (7:12, 18; 11:9; 12:13-14).

It is on this ground that the "Qoheleth tells his young audience to enjoy their
youth .... [yet he] reminds them that the future hangs like a dark cloud over
10
their heads." This is a call for wisdom to carefully appropriate and maximise
the opportunity that one has to live, yet with fear and trembling so that neither
opportunity nor time is lost or wasted.
The Qoheleth intention here, as Glenn points out, is "to demonstrate
empirically to people the insecurity of all human effort to provide any real
meaning, value, or significance to their lives 'under the sun' and to drive them
11
to trust in God alone." Many people let this crucial point slip away from their
grasp because of theit quest for material possession, power and dominance,
greed and the unleashing of their self-aggrandisement, arrogance and
superiority complex, ethno-tribal and racial discrimination, gender bias, their
adamant and carefree attitude. For instance, in the West on the one hand, the
reality of death "in part drives the insane rush after gain, as people try to protect
themselves from death and seize everything from life that can be seized before it
12
is taken away." But in.Africa on the other hand, the propelling force for this
same human attitude is fundamentally greed and the quest for self-veneration,
not necessarily and primarily for the fear of death. The privileged and powerful
amass wealth for this reason, stocking it away in foreign banks, yet force the less
privileged, the poor and oppressed to worship them for peanuts. People who
have amassed wealth (and some of them through fraudulent and corrupt
means) have allowed these material things to blur their vision of the afterlife
and distort their values in life. Some of them, by and large, have become slaves
to that which they have acquired. For this very reason, "people miss out on the
13
very simple pleasures oflife," and life itself becomes a burden in disguise. In
view of the emptiness of life, the Qoheleth"faces squarely the anomalies of life
and seeks to find some meaning to existence; then on the basis of his reasoning,

s

9

Jason S. DeRouchie, "Shepherding Wind and One Wise Shepherd: Grasping for
15. 3 (2011), 8.
Breathin Ecclesiastes."SouthernBaptistjournal ofTheo/,ogy
10
Longman III, TheBookofEcclesiastes,
262.
11
Glenn, "Ecclesiastes,"977.
12
Iain William Provan, The NIV Application Commentary:Ecclesiastes,
Song of Songr
(Grand Rapids,Michigan:Zondervan, 2001 ), 41.
13
Curkpatrick, ''ADiscipleforOurTime," 288.
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he offers advice to his hearers" in the hope that they take caution from such
anomalies.
With the given above, the Qohelethproposes a theology of meaningful and
useful living within the human society. Insensitivity usually characterises most
people who are materially and financially rich; people who have political power
and control over others; and people who are privileged in society. Although
they live in society with the poor, they fail to see the myriad needs of the needy
and lend a helping hand. Such people interpret life in society within the context
of the flamboyant and outrageous. Even if they speak the same language and
use the same vocabulary with those of the poor, their exegetical syntax and
hermeneutics oflife are different. For example, the child of the person that lives
in the executive estates of Johannesburg or Pretoria in South Africa, Kampala in
Uganda, Nairobi in Kenya, Abuja or Lagos in Nigeria, Cairo or Alexandria in
·Egypt, and so on would not understand the language of the child who lives in
the slums, shanties and ghettos. The one does not understand what it means to
lack and stay out of school for parental inability to pay fees while the other
knows exactly what it means to go without food, live in health-threatening
environments, and hawk in order to earn a meagre living. In some African
countries where the supply of power is a great challenge, it is abnormal for the
highly privileged to live in perspiration without air condition in the office, in
the car and at home. Conversely, it is also abnormal for the less privileged to live
under consistent air conditioned environments.
The reason for this irreconcilable and contradictory existence in the same
society as indicated above is not farfetched; first, the rich and privileged in
society assume that they do not need help from anyone because they already
have all that they need for life. Ironically however, the same classof people
cannot exist without the services of those they look down upon. Also, suffering
has been perpetuated by the operators of an anti-egalitarian society and made
to be the lot of the poor, less opportune, voiceless, powerless, and the
vulnerable, who are usually at the caprice of the inhumanely self-centred and
powerful. The basic motivation here lies in the deceit that good times in life will
always run parallel to the bad times. People who think this way will not have
eternity in view in what they do. Even the idea of selflessness, godliness and
service to societywill sound absurd to them.
B. The DayofDivine Judgement

The Qohelethunequivocally assens:

14Donald C. Fleming, "Ecclesiastes," in The InternationalBible Commentary(rev. ed.,
Frederick Fyvie Bruce, H. L. Ellison, and G. C. D. Howley, eds., England: Marshal
Morgan & Scott Publications Ltd., 1986), 691.
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Be happy, young man, while you are young, and let your heart give you joy
in the days of your youth. Follow the ways of your heart and whatever your
eyes see, but know that for all these things God will bring you to judgment ...
For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing,
whetheritisgoodorevil(Eccl.11:9; 12:14NIV).
This echoes the Qohelethsearlier submission about God's judgement of every
activity and deed of the righteous and the wicked (Eccl. 3: 17). All human
actions and activities have recompense; at the end of earthly existence is
judgement. Many people go through life without focus and direction, without
a specific aim and a clear goal to achieve, and without specific purposes for
productive existence. To many, life is to be lived only in the now; whatever
happens after is immaterial. The Qohelethreminds his readers over and over
again regarding the brevity of life (Eccl. 3: 12; 6:3-4; 9:2-6; 11 :8). Job also
affirms, "' Man born of woman is of few days and full of trouble. He springs up
like a flower and withers away; like a fleeting shadow, he does not endure ....
But man dies and is laid low; he breathes his last and is no more"' Qob 14: 1-2,
l0NIV).
It is within the context of the brevity of human life that earthly living by all
human beings is to be put into productive use before life is cut short by death.
On this basis, the Qohelethproposes a theology of godlinessso one could have
the best out of life despite its inequities, uncertainties and enigmas, and
meaninglessness. Robert McCabe says the Qoheleth does not respond to life
with "pessimism, existentialism, or secularism. Rather, he responds by
exhorting us to judiciously and reverentially use and enjoy our divinely
15
bestowed gifts in an attempt to make the most out of our God-given lives." As
Provan has also noted, when we live life out before God, undertake all human
activities in the fear of God, leaving nothing to chance or illusions, it is only
then that "we can find joy whether in work or in wealth and find in wisdom
16
valuable help for living."
Echoes of judgement from the Qohelethspropositions are clear, that located
within the context of the brevity of human existence is found the theology of
accountability. Humans live a borrowed life received from the Creator. Since
life itself is a gift from God, people should neither waste time nor leave
anything to chance; rather, they should enjoy the fruits of their labour in
reverence to him. Yet this gift "comes only to those who please God (2:26), who
fear [h]im (8: 12), and whose enjoyment oflife is tempered by the recognition

15

Robert V. McCabe, "The Message of Ecclesiastes," in Detroit Baptist Seminary
journal I (Spring 1996), 104.
16
Provan, TheNIV Application Commentary:Ecclesiastes,
Songof Songs,39.
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that God will judge their deeds." In Ecclesiastes, the author concludes his
discourse by setting "the whole of Qohelet'steaching in the context of reverence
for and obedience to God, who has created a moral universe in which there is
18
accountability for actions." While humans are free, as moral agents, to carry
on whatever lifestyle they choose within the context of the brevity of earthly
living, every one of their actions is recompensed by divine justice as its end. The
theological frame of the Qoheleth's theology of accountability simply is,
nothing happens within the created universe unnoticed by its Creator, and no
human action escapes being rewarded (Eccl 8:15; 11:9; 3:17; 12:14). Such
stern assertions should motivate those living in contemporary society to
constantly seek to live in view of its eternal essence. This is the theological
lesson that the Qohelethbelieves his readers should learn. 19
IV DIALOGUING WITH THE THEOLOGICAL MOTNATION OF
THE QOHELETH
The tone of the Qoheleth'sprologue and epilogue leaves the reader without any
doubt about his motivation. The content of the entire book justifies this. As an
aspect of wisdom literature, Ecclesiastes' crucial place in biblical theology
cannot be overemphasised. Whether or not the context of the book of
Ecclesiastes depicts Jewish life under the Persian or Greek oppression, or even
that of the social evils in the latter years of Solomon's reign when his subjects
20
chafed under his harsh rule, the tone of the book suggests that the author
speaks from real life empirical observation. The theological and ethical lessons
from this work for the human society are timeless. As Robin Branch correctly
21
notes, the Qohelethhas evaluated all aspects of life, and from his careful
synthesis, offers cautionary advice to his readers on how best to live life. As a
disillusioned observer, the Qohelethsees all human activities under the sun as
illusory and transitory. Its content is practical and realistic than imaginative or
hallucinative. He submits almost countless verifiable internal data in this
direction. As DeRouchie points out, "Far from [being considered as] a book of
pessimism or fatalism, Ecclesiastes is a hopeful book that addresses head-on the
22
realities oflife in this crooked age." According to Duane Garrett, all expressed

17

Glenn, "Ecclesiastes," 977.
Provan, The NN Application Commentary:Ecclesiastes,
Songof Songs,36.
19
Longman III, The Book of Ecclesiastes, 281.
20
Glenn, "Ecclesiastes," 976.
21
Robin Gallaher Branch, "Women," in Dictionary of the Old Testament:Wisavm,
Poetry & Writings (eds. Tremper Longman III and Peter Enns, Nottingham, England:
Inter-Varsity Press, 2008), 917.
22
DeRouchie, "Shepherding Wind and One Wise Shepherd," 16.
18
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frustrations in this book are simply an open description of what the Qoheleth
23
felt - his grief and outrage about life's unfairness. As a rational, sociohistorical, and psycho-religious person, the Qohelethis frustrated all the more
at the sight of humanity's amnesia embedded in their failure to learn from
history to revere God.
Such emerging trends of historical, sociological, ethical and theological
amnesia is the failure to learn lessons from past realities and present events in
human society. The basic issues of life which the Qohelethdraws the attention
of his readers to are fundamentally the same issues being evaded by most
people. Although the Qohelethsubmits to us a cautionary theology of the
brevity and the transitory nature of earthly life, not many people pay close
attention to his wise counsel, neither do they give space to its implications.
Why do human beings forget so easily and are not mindful of the things that are
very crucial to life? For instance, one person drops dead, and the next person
thinks it will not come to him or her. A certain calamity befalls one person and
the other thinks it cannot be his or her lot. The devastating scourge of
HIV/ AIDS that has, in some cases, exterminated whole families and entire
communities, is no longer dreaded. Those persons not infected assume they
will never become victims. Worst of all, since the major means of contracting
this diseaseis through sex, some even suppose that those who are victims were
unwise not to have taken all preventive measures.
The Qohelethproposes a theology of the distortion of right sociological and
behavioural orientation in human society. Many people live as though they will
not die or ever suffer lack or some form of misfortune in life. They forget that
life itself is like travelling in a paddled canoe that can easily capsize. Still, others
are so proud, pompous and arrogant because of their wealth, political power,
social status, or because of their achievements in life. Such false confidence and
human pride form part of the vanity of human life as a result of a distorted
orientation and worldview. Undoubtedly, life is very uncertain. Even when
some favourable forecast suggests the contrary, the future is always quite
unpredictable. Who, for instance, would have thought of any global economic
recession as the world experienced few years back? Who also would have
imagined that a leading multinational company such as Enron would suddenly
collapse? Ironically, even when "God uses the very crooked, perplexing, and
inscrutable nature of this world as the means for breaking humanity's pride and
passion to control in order to replace them with reverent fear of God," 2" people
whose life is controlled by false confidence and pride do not pay attention, and
go about their normal egocentric life.

23

0uane A Garrett, "Qoheleth on the Use and Abuse of Political Power," in Trinity

journal B NS (1987), 163-164.
24

DeRouchie, "Shepherding Wind and One Wise Shepherd," 1_5.
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Apan from the cenainty and burden of an aging life, we also find in the
propositions of the Qohelelththe theology of the unexpected but obvious - the
experience of death by all. The same fate, he says, ovenakes both the wicked
and the righteous (Eccl. 8:14; 9:1-3);this is meaningless to human
comprehension. Before now, sickness and diseasewere the major causes of
human death, but human and ecological factors are now included in the major
causes of death. Terrorism, insurgency and militia attacks, and civil wars, are all
human-caused factors. Also, we live in a world that has turned violent against
its inhabitants. Natural disasters are on the increase with unquantifiable effects
more devastating than in times past. Experiences of tsunamis, typhoons,
hurricanes, floods, landslides/mudslides, eanhquakes, and new diseases are
becoming more frequent. Road, rail, sea and air mishaps are becoming
increasingly frequent as well.
The adamant attitude of some people toward such mishaps is worrisome people who are not yet affected by such man-made causes of death and natural
disasters stated above live and behave in such a manner as though no disaster
25
would ever come near them. Arising from practical and real life experiences,
the Qohelethdraws attention to the brevity, temporality and the vanity of
human life, requiring thoughtfulness, alertness, cautiousness and preparedness
on the part of the living. Wisdom literature does not emerge from mere
abstraction but rather from the realities of life in human society. Hence, it
provides instruction, caution, and guidance for the wise. The one key
motivation of the Qohelethis to refocus humanity to the divine to whom all
souls shall return and stand in judgement. As Longman aptly captures the crux
of the Qoheleth theology, like a father, he refocuses his readers "toward the
central truths of revealed religion: the fear of God, obedience to his
26
commandments, and an awareness of the coming judgment."

s

V. CONCLUSION

The content of the book of Ecclesiastes echoes the voice of the Hebrew
Qohelethwho was not only a passive observer but an active participant as well of

25
This human fallacy connects with what plays out elsewhere in the New Testament.
For instance, Jesus cautioned his disciples against an exclusive and adamant attitude
when he said, "'Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other
Galileans because they suffered this way?"' (Luke 13:1-2 NIV). He also queried, '"Or
those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them - do you think they
were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?'" (Luke 13:4 NIV). After each
of these rhetorical questions, Jesus invited his listeners to adopt a change of life and
attitude through repentance to aven similar calamities. This Christological caution
captures the theological tone of the Qohekth- it is cautionary as well as advisory.
26
1..ongman III, TheBookofEcclesiastes,
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the events of his society. We have pointed out that his prologue appears
pessimistic and deterring, but his epilogue is even more threatening and
apprehensive. As an active participant in the society of his day, the tone of the
Qoheleth prologue and epilogue sounds like the reflection of an old African
man who realises his wasteful years only when he is on his death bed. To recover
some of his losses, he now turns to give counsel to those he will soon leave
behind.
The classical display of human recklessness in contemporary society suggests
that people do not learn from the events in human society and her history. We
have argued that human existence, though brief and transitory, has an essence
and defined purpose - to live on God's terms in absolute reverence to him. But
sadly, many people allow this truth to slip away from their grasp. God's
judgement at the end of earthly existence will not only vindicate the
irreconcilable contradictions of life, but it will also justly reward those who,
during their life time, reverenced his name and imbibed the principles of
universal• laws for the good of human society. Earthly existence becomes
"meaningless" and fizzles out as vapour only when people choose to become
careless, irrational, thoughtless, heartless and godless. Although the righteous
may suffer the pains -of the enigmas of life while living, they will smile when
ushered into the presence of their Creator. This is the essence ofliving a godly
life on earth with eternity in view. Naked human beings enter the world, naked
they will exit the world,.with nothing except their deeds to face judgement. The
meaninglessness of human reckless actions is to be interpreted against this
imminent reality.

s
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